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Dave Veloz

In the winter before I turned twenty, I drove to Oregon
to see a friend. Tasha lived with her mother in a farmhouse
in Corvalis. She studied Greek and Latin. I pulled onto their
property late at night, bouncing in the deep-rutted roads
and wondering if I were honorable. Tasha was not really a
friend; she was a girl who was pretty and who talked with
me over lunch. I was bringing her a Greek Bible from San
Francisco. She had wanted it for two years, and I wanted
to see her.
Tasha's mother welcomed me into her house and gave
me some tea in a metal camping cup. She had straight silver
hair cut short and her hands smelled like coffee. She told
me she grew her own tea behind the house. She said it
without looking at me. She said she built the chair I
was sitting on, pine with a dovetailed back. She wore
a thick wool sweater and wool slippers. Tasha came downstairs and we hugged. She asked me if I wanted to see the
house.
I come from suburban Southern California, from a
working class tract in the San Fernando Valley. All the
houses were built within three months of each other, coated
with the same stucco, circumscribed by the same cinderblock
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and landscaped with the same ivy and juniper. Growing up,
we tried to synchronize-rode our bikes in a pack while our
mothers gathered for conversation on one of the newly
planted lawns. So, for me, the idea of a hundred-year-old
farmhouse with its own tea and handmade furniture was
like those movies where the Mexican or Vietnamese refugee
winds up in a Bel Aire mansion as a cook-thinking that
because there's a constant blow of air-conditioning and rows
of Campbell's soup in the pantry, there's a good chance that
there is a God. I felt there was more life in that house than
in my entire neighborhood. Tasha and her mother led me
through the winding halls and did not point out the
plastered ceiling and the potbellied stove. They apologized
for the old hand-lathed tables, the rolltop desk, the hardwood walls and the woolen rugs-things I had never seen
before, notions of beauty I'd never had.
The house was dusty and upset, but it was lantern-lit.
There were open books on the floor, some cheese on the
stone hearth that stretched six feet into the living room.
Against one wall was an immense wooden casing, and within
it was a long blue mattress filled with feathers. There was
a knife and some cloves of garlic on the pillow where Tasha's
mother had been sitting before I arrived . I had never seen
fresh garlic before. On another wall, someone had hung
antique instruments-a tarnished flute, a miniature violin,
a dulcimer, and a series of musical saws.
The house was huge, three stories with nine big rooms.
But only Tasha and her mother lived there, and Tasha was
often away at college. Tasha's father, a professor, had left
long before for another woman, and there were still a great
many big bitternesses floating around. Tasha's words.
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Tasha's mother played her saw for us, a piece she
transposed from Paul Hindemath. She bent into it and
wiggled her leg for a thick vibrato. We sat in front of the
fire and talked about Plato and Xenophon. That night I
discovered a deep shame for my family, and especially my
mother, who did nothing more than talk on the phone for
hours a day. She had none of the mystery or calm that
Tasha's mother had. She wore matching polyester outfits
and had hair rigid with spray. Books in my home were
symbols of antiproductivity, and mother never developed
a talent or skill of any sort. For Christmas, she wanted
screwdrivers and powertools.
Tasha put on a record after midnight, something by
Leonard Cohen, who was my favorite at the time. I sat on
the blue mattress, extremely happy that someone else knew
who Leonard Cohen was. The chorus of the first song went
like this:
Is this what you wanted?
To live in a house
That is haunted
By the ghost
Of you and me?
Before the next song started, Tasha's mother got up and
played it again. This time, she and Tasha joined in on the
chorus, making a crescendo on the final line. I lay back and
listened as they played the song over and over, pensive
through the verses but dedicated like rock stars at every
chorus, eyes shut, lips carefully formed, throats quivering.
When the record stopped, they kept singing the chorus. I
fell asleep, aware of big bitternesses.
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The next morning I had my first poached egg and
churned butter on toast. Tasha and I were silent while her
mother sang to an aria on the tape recorder. Outside the
window I could see all their pasture land, a little river, a
foggy hill behind the house. Along the fence there was a
small brown horse, and as I was eating my breakfast, the
horse fell over on the ground. We all went out to look. It
was dead and already covered with flies. Tasha's mother
started to cry. When we tried to get her to come back
inside, she sat down next to the horse and rubbed its back.
Tasha and I went back in. Tasha made some tea, took it out
and sat down with her mother. I stayed in the kitchen and
read out of a volume of Gary Snyder poems. I left for
Portland later that morning.
I have not heard from Tasha for six years. I don't think
about her. Of the friends I have known and later forgotten, Tasha is perhaps the least memorable. But I think about
the chorus to that song almost every day. I have a wife, and
we have a child, and I feel like they are ghosts in my life.
I feel my days waiting for the big bitternesses. This isn't to
say that our lives together are strained or wildly awry. We
boil at each other, use words like trigger and rope, like any
other couple. But we also have a notion of love that we both
agree on. This is something we are proud of, and in our
moments of tranquility, when whatever is leathery or tight
about us weakens-by a finger or a kiss or an innocent
clumsiness-this is what we talk about.
I think of ghosts when I think of my wife. Not so much
because of her-she is too new and unexplored-but
because of my life with my mother. Since the time I was
at Tasha's, my mother has changed into something quite
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new. She has divorced, and many of her friends that I grew
up with are gone, moved away or turned against her because
of the divorce. She is alone. She is thin, elegant, confident,
the president of a company. She buys high heels and furs
and earrings. I rarely see her, only on holidays and when
she flies through. But when we are together, I have to
reassess, adjust my memories of her. This is the ghost: the
things I have thought don't ever fit what she is.
What was once antiproductive has now taken an
economic focus: my love for books and learning is now
leading me towards a profession, and so my mother is proud
of me. And at the same time, I see the fundamental value
of things like inventory control or computer networkingtopics my mother and I can debate with relish. We get along.
I have even made her cry, something I thought only my
father capable of. I can hurt her feelings, and she can
become unspeakably angry at that ability. She can put her
head against my arm and whine, pouting her lip, about
having too much work to do. All of which means that I have
absolutely no idea who my mother is. Not anymore.
And I have no idea who my wife is either. Not because
she and my mother are the same person, although that is
becoming increasingly clear, but because I see myself much
like my father, like Tasha's father, who I never met-a man
who cannot help but wish his wife were less, who wishes his
wife were a letter or a series of paintings he could thumb
through, index, make a montage of. I've survived by seeing
her as a fundamental thing, right at the point when her
whole self was in a state of crisis, moving opposite from what
I saw, moving at all instead of staying calm. So I see ghosts
of her in chairs, against the closet door, in front of the
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television; dreams of who I wanted her to be won't go
away.
My poems about my wife are revealing. I write about
her transformation, the explosion of life that changed her
from a girl to a mother, or the way she wants to pray, that
each prayer might be a definitive conclusion and beginning. Of course this is not how she is. I think of falling in
love with her, how many times I have done just that, and
how I do it by freezing her arms in a certain manner, tilting
her face in my hand until I see what I want to see, what is
necessary for my heart to make its big jumps. The ghosts
I am talking about are the various selves I leave out, the
multiplicity of my wife that I can't take in. This is not what
I wanted.
When I was fourteen, I met a girl named Roberta, on
my way home from school. My mother is Roberta, but this
Roberta on the Kite Flying Hill was splashy. I had never met
anyone with my mother's name but I had no problem dif.
ferentiating; this one was broke n, a cripple, and my mother
was taller than any woman I knew.
The girl was below, walking uphill. She was older than
me and carried books in a bag. Her angled shoulders, her
bony hip, her sleazy lurch all grabbed hold of me. I rested
against a Karman Ghia and saw an ashtray smashed full of
cigarettes, a bikini top on the seat. When she passed me,
she looked in the car too, and told me her name.
She had a pasty red mouth, and breasts that pushed up
against the window glass of the car. Her shoulder blade
knifed out of her sweater, like she was always being shoved
around. She had on nurse shoes. She asked me my name
and asked me to carry her.
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I held my saxophone case in one hand and her books
in the other. She climbed on my back and wrapped me up
with her legs. She did all the talking. I leaned into the grade
and heaved us uphill. Roberta's hair swept across my
forehead, her mouth breathed across my cheek, and her
body made my back sweat.
There was nothing I wanted to say to her. I ran up the
hill, each step shaking her loose and bringing her back down
against me. She coughed with my steps until she started to
laugh-the first time I ever made a woman laugh. I collapsed
near the top. She fell and she laughed more. She smelled
like candied almonds.
She took me to her house, out of the way on a dirt road
that wound around a small patch of oak. Her house was full
of things I didn't know meant poverty and neglect: a rusted
car on the grass, wildflowers in the driveway, big wheels
parked in the street, a line of windchimes across the eaves.
No one else was home.
I sat on a barstool in the kitchen and watched her relax.
She took off her sweater and her shoes. She poured ice
water, and I watched her throat hump with thirst as she
swallowed. She offered pot, which I'd never seen before and
had thought would be frightening.
She bent over to pick up some toys on the rug. It was
something I could picture my mother doing while my father
watched. I imagined kissing my mother like I wanted
Roberta to kiss me and the d ifference was no longer easy.
I left very upset.
I still cannot differentiate who my mother is. And so
I am afraid that I will never be able to figure out my wife,
that in twenty years she will want to race a car or have
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another child or build an elaborate cabin far from where
we live. I am thick with the fear that I am leaving something
out, neglecting her in some way that I am setting myself up
for revelations later on. What is she? What will she be?
I am aware that these are unanswerable questions. This
anxiety pales in comparison with the consumptive desires
we are all filled with, the kind of confusion that causes men
to steal milk money to play the ponies. I am not afraid of
divorce or disaster. I can imagine it and can see that there
are more than enough ways to get along after it. What
torments me is that I cannot control my wife.
A few days ago, Sunday, Kalene became seriously ill
within a few hours. She was in great pain and was running
a fever, so we went to the emergency room at the hospital.
She put on a gown and lay on the gurney while I held the
baby. Her temperature was high, and she was unable even
to lift her head to look at us. For me to stroke her ankle
with my lightest touch made her itchy and uncomfortable.
There was no water to give her, no relief to offer.
When the doctor came in, he probed and touched her
under her gown. He was soft, confident, able to make
routine suggestions and prescriptions, and then he went
away to see other patients.
What I felt then, beyond the helplessness and inadequacy, was a real knot of foreignness between us, that her
presence in my life was as transient as any good weather.
Kalene was with me by choice; she loved me and smiled for
me and helped me in my work strictly by consent. That
consent might change any minute, and it does.
Inevitably, there will be a song that will remind Kalene
of either her pain or her earlier happiness, a song linked to
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me that I cannot stop. And no matter how many times I
fall in love with her, no matter how many times I cock my
head, hoping to be just right for her, she will be disappointed.
Kalene is where my mother was when I started having
memories of her-a young mother just starting out. I am
not worried that she will change over the years, possibly
so much that I won't be able to recognize her. I am worried
that there are things I do to her, ways I live with her that
force herself to live her life as her own ghost. I am haunted
because I value her constancy, her devotion, her innocence-all things I have invented to stop her from becoming
a woman with a vengeance.
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